This study assessed the perceptions of stakeholders concerning implementation activities of a Food Security and Rice Producers Organisation Project (FSRPOP) in Northern Ghana. The project aimed at building the capacities of farmer based organisations (FBOs) to assist rice farmers access credit, organise production inputs and improve market access. The study results showed that although access to input supply and production credit improved, enhancing farmers' marketing capacity was not successful. The management capacity of the FBOs was weak in performing more complex administrative issues and market facilitating roles. Timely provision of production inputs, use of custom based processing and credit inventory system for maximum profit were some of the lessons learnt. Facilitation of farmermedium scale buyer linkages and the development of lessons-based action plan for change with beneficiaries were recommended
Introduction
Rice is a commodity of strategic importance to Africa and has become the fastest-growing food source to both rich and poor households (Nwanze et al 2006) . Rice has become a major staple in Ghana in recent times although the crop has been cultivated for several years. It is an important food for both rural and urban dwellers, and is gradually taking over from traditional, mainly root and cereal crops, staples (Quaye et al 2000) . Factors affecting increased consumption of rice have been identified to include rising incomes, trade liberalization, extensive promotion and effective marketing strategies of rice importers and ease of cooking among others (Oteng 1997; Day et al 1997; Tomlin's et al 2007) .
Consumption of milled rice in Ghana went up from below 100,000 Mt to over 600,000Mt between 1985 (Tomlin's et al 2005 . Unfortunately, the sharp rise in consumption has not impacted positively on the local rice production levels since a significant proportion of rice consumed is imported (Quaye 2007) . Rice is cultivated in four main ecological areas in Ghana. These include rainfed upland (in Northern Ghana), rainfed lowland (Northern Ghana), and Inland swamp-inland valley of central Ghana and irrigated -Northern and Southern Ghana. The major challenge faced by local farmers is the high cost of production since most of the agricultural inputs are imported (Khor, 2006) . Other constraints limiting production include lack of access to credit, shortage of water, pests, diseases, unavailability of suitable varieties, low quality of locally processed rice and inefficient markets for inputs and produce (Furuya and Sakurai, 2003; Adolph and Chancellor, 2006) .
It is against this background that development efforts to revamp the rice industry in Ghana have become crucial in recent times. One such effort is the lowland Rice Development Project (LRDP) and its extension, Food Security and Rice Producers Organization Project (FSRPOP). The LRDP was implemented in the Northern region of Ghana in 1999 Ghana in -2003 and the extension (FSRPOP) in [2003] [2004] [2005] [2006] [2007] . The first component (LRDP) aimed at demonstrating the viability of rice production in the treated lowland of the Northern Region. The second component (FSRPOP) aimed at sustaining the rice intensive cropping scheme developed under LRDP. This was done by building the capacities of farmer based organisations (FBOs) to fulfill some of the tasks ensured previously by LRDP, such as organise access to inputs and tractor services, monitor cropping activities, manage and sustain their collective structures (storage and water), access and manage credit as well as organise marketing of paddy. An APEX body (named Northern Region Intensive Lowland Rice Farmers' Cooperative Union -NILRIFACU) representing all FBOs at the regional level was formed to act as a mouth-piece and effectively negotiate with stakeholders including input suppliers, tractor owners, banks, rice processors and traders on behalf of the farmers To alleviate the marketing problems faced by rice farmers in Ghana, FSRPOP project implemented a Parboiled Rice Quality Improvement Programme in the Northern Region where rice production is predominant with the following objectives:
-To produce on a pilot-basis in 4 selected communities located around Tamale (The regional capital of the Northern region of Ghana), high quality parboiled and milled rice. This is done using improved equipment and designing appropriate programmes of schedules or list of good practices for small-scale rice producers and processors, with close field supervision and technical support.
-Under the FSRPOP marketing support programme, the high quality parboiled and milled rice produced was then to be bought by the APEX bagged in 3-kg sachets, branded, advertised and displayed nationwide at a price equivalent to the Asian imported rice. Extra incomes generated by the sale of this rice were to be distributed equitably among the different stakeholders (Farmers, Processors and Millers) and therefore constituted incentives to follow the designed programmes of schedules.
Study Objectives/purpose
Specific objectives of this study were as follows:
• to investigate stakeholders' perceptions of project performance • To document lessons learnt from the implementation strategies • To make recommendations for improvement in project performance
Methodology/Study design
Qualitative research methodology was employed in the field survey to address study objectives. This was complemented with review of literature on FBOs. Using participatory appraisal techniques semi structured interviews, group discussions and informal interactions were conducted among the different stakeholders participating in the Food Security and Rice Producers Organisation Project (FSRPOP) in Northern Ghana.
Sampling
The sampling frame was the FSRPOP beneficiaries. This included four farmer groups selected from Sakapaligu, Kumbungu, Kuoku and Gbalahi communities in Northern Region; two processor groups and millers from Tamale and Kumbumgu and an APEX body with representatives from all farmer groups mandated to oversee the programme. The target communities were selected based on level of rice production and processing activities as well as involvement in the lowland Rice Development Project (LRDP) implemented in 1999 -2003 in the same region.
The project covered 100 farmers in the four groups, 10 processors and 2 millers; which constituted the sampling frame for this study. From the sample frame, a total of 82 stakeholders comprising of 70 farmers in the four groups, 10 processors and 2 millers were interviewed. In addition, the APEX body consisting of farmer representatives and community leaders was also interviewed
Data collection
Data collection instruments were semi-structured questionnaire and interview guide for interviews and focus group discussions respectively. The semi-structured questionnaire which comprised several open-ended questions allowed respondents a wide range of options and encouraged them to express their views on the project implementation strategies. Respondents were tasked to evaluate project performance with respect to targets and achievements as well as expected impact on beneficiaries. Focus group discussions were useful for triangulation and consensus building on key issues relating to project output indicators (Borgatti 1999; Denzin and Lincoln 2005) .
Data Processing and Analysis
Statistical Package for Social Scientist (SPSS) version 16.0 was used for data analysis. The data was cleaned and processed. SPSS analysis outputs were then exported into a well designed Excel Template to generate indicator results and relevant inferences made.
A GAP analysis was employed (Timsina et al 2004) . This sought to identify programme interventions, gauge set targets against achievements, and the variance noted. The assessment team also interacted with project monitoring task team and a meeting was also held with the French Embassy representative coordinating the FSRPOP project.
Findings

Intervention Strategies and GAP Analysis
As indicated in the methodology, the GAP analysis identifies programme interventions, gauges set targets against achievements, and the variance noted. Generally, the project provided support to FBOs to strengthen their capabilities.
The purpose was to enable the FBOs relate better with the financial institutions improving on farmer access to credit, organise production inputs and also improve on access to market. In addition to technical support the FBOs were provided with logistics to facilitate the movement and operations of its officials. The analysis was done at various levels including farmer, processor, miller and APEX.
Farmer
Some of the constraints facing rice farmers identified under the lowland Rice Development Project (LRDP) were poor farming practices, lack of capital, high cost of production inputs such as fertilizer and seed, lack of access to market as well as lack of price incentive to produce high quality paddy. At the farmer level, the FSRPOP programme sought to remove these constraints especially lack of access to market in order to improve on the livelihood of farmers. It was expected that about 70 tonnes of paddy rice from farmer fields would be purchased for quality improvement processing activity. The FSRPOP instituted a system to encourage farmers produce high quality rice by way of production contract and input credit as incentives. The primary objective of providing ready market for farmers' produce was achieved. However, some farmers refused to sell to the APEX; only a third of volume of paddy expected was sold. Apparently open market conditions at the time of harvest were better than anticipated based on the previous year's experience. Farmers actually expected the APEX to offer higher selling prices than the open market. Open market price for paddy rice was $16 per 95kg -bag as compared to $14 per 83kg-bag offered by APEX. Generally farmers did not consider the weight of paddy per bag but rather 'bag' as the unit of measurement. Thus although the unit selling price (approximately $0.17/kg) was the same for APEX and the open market farmers did not realized this as a problem of standardization. Table 1 gives a summary of farmers' constraints, proposed interventions, achievements and deviations identified.
Processor
At the processor level, the FSRPOP sought to provide technical assistance on best processing practices that would enhance rice quality. Two groups of processors from Tamale and Kumbugu benefited. Selected processors were indirectly linked up with participating farmers. The processors were given paddy rice organized from participating farmers by the APEX body for processing on service charge basis. Total service charge per 83-kg paddy bag for processing was US$5.4 and US$5.65 for Kumbugu and Tamale processors in the Northern region respectively. The difference in service charges was due to variations in processing costs. Table 2 shows summary of processors constraints, interventions, achievements and deviations identified. The main challenges facing rice processors in the study area included inadequate access to quality raw material from farmers, inefficiencies in processing techniques, poor condition of drying space and inadequate access to urban market as well as low demand for local rice by the Ghanaian populace. The FSRPOP was therefore designed to improve access to quality raw material/paddy rice, provide technical assistance on best processing practices, and provide improved vessels which reduce fuel, water and labour costs and also make provision of cement for repair and maintenance of drying floors. The improved vessel has a higher capacity of parboiling one 83-kg bag of paddy as compared to a third for the traditional pot. A total of 10 women processors benefited from the FSRPOP arrangement.
Millers
One of the factors affecting the quality of milled rice is the condition of the mill used. Two mills close to the location of processors were identified for rehabilitation under FSRPOP. These millers were supplied with shafts sieves, blades, bearings, belts and housing. The project management in collaboration with stakeholders and the APEX body estimated milling charge of US$1.25 per 83-kg parboiled paddy bag (milling passed twice) instead of existing milling charge of US$1.0 (milling passed once). This was actually paid as expected. Table 3 shows summary of millers' constraints, proposed interventions and achievements.
APEX
Under the lowland Rice Development Project, it was identified that farmer based organizations in the study area were weak and unable to negotiate effectively with main stakeholders in the rice industry at the regional level. The FSRPOP aimed at building the capacity of the APEX body, which is the farmers' representative body at the regional level, to better serve the interest of farmers and also work effectively towards the achievement of the overall project goal of producing high quality parboiled-milled rice for an attractive market price. Table 4 shows summary of interventions, achievements and deviations identified at the APEX level.
Perceptions about project performance
Farmers' perception
Assessing the activities of the APEX body, about 75% of the farmers visited in the project areas were quite satisfied with its capability with regards to helping farmers to access credit facility, inputs and tractor services (See figure 1). Individual farmers could not have had that opportunity. The rest (25%) complained about delays on the part of the APEX body in assisting farmers to access inputs and tractor services.
In relation to the marketing arrangements, half of the farmers did not have confidence in the capacity of the APEX body. Although majority of the farmers understood that whatever profit accruing from the quality improvement program was to be shared equitably among stakeholders, they felt the offer price for paddy at harvest was unattractive. Generally, farmers would want to store produce and sell when there are urgent needs for cash. This notwithstanding, farmers were willing to honour their contractual obligations if the price offer was attractive. Farmers also complained about the lack of communication on efforts being made by APEX to access urban market for parboiled and milled rice at the time of the survey.
Sahakpaligu
In the Sahakpaligu area, all the farmers (100%) who participated in the project were happy with the APEX activities with respect to credit and input arrangements. Access to credit facilitated their planting activities more easily. The farmers also indicated that access to land preparation services as well as farming inputs especially fertilizer contributed immensely to the relatively high yields achieved. The average yield/acre (0.4 hectare) obtained by these farmers was 10bags (a bag is 83-kg paddy); minimum and maximum of 6bags and 18 bags respectively.
Perception of this group on the marketing arrangements by the APEX body was fairly good. Although the buying price of paddy at US$14 per 83-kg bag offered by the Apex body was wrongly perceived to be a little lower than the average market price of US$16 per 95kg-bag of paddy, the farmers sold off most of the paddy rice they had harvested to the Apex body. This is because they believed in the sustainability of the project as well as the terms of agreement of the project. Selling off the paddy to the Apex body made credit repayment easier. Extra sales made after deductions were perceived as profit since family labour was used. They also took into consideration the fact that transportation cost of conveying the paddy to the market was eliminated therefore making up for the difference in market price of the paddy compared to the price offered by the Apex body.
Kumbungu
In this area the average yield per acre (0.4 hectare) of paddy rice harvested was approximately 10bags. Farmers in this area also perceived the project as being beneficial to them especially in terms of building the capacity of APEX to help farmers' access credit, inputs and tractor services. All the farmers in this area were contented because hitherto most of them could not afford to purchase basic farm inputs such as fertilizer for increased yield of their produce. They also expressed satisfaction at the training programmes they received under the project. Most of the farmers stated that training on the method of application of fertilizer was most beneficial to them since some of them lacked that requisite knowledge. On the whole this group was the most appreciative of the project and they expressed their willingness in sustaining its activities. They were known to be the group that sold off its entire rice paddy harvested to the Apex body. They had confidence in the marketing arrangement.
Kuoku
Farmers in this area indicated that though the project design was good and laudable in terms of building the capacity of the APEX to assist farmers' access credit, inputs and services for farming, poor climatic conditions coupled with unleveled fields prevented them from obtaining the full benefits of the project. Poor rainfall observed in this area during the planting period of the paddy rice was translated into low yields of approximately 7bags/acre of paddy rice harvested. The lowest yield in this area was 3bags/acre (0.4 hectare) and the highest was 11bags/acre under the project. The farmers indicated that though yields gained under the project were low due to poor climatic conditions it was nonetheless superior to yield per acre for non-participating farmers. They were however not too happy with the marketing arrangements.
Gbalahi
Farmers who participated in the programme in this area complained of some problems that did not make them realize the benefits of the project. They alleged that the credit, input and tractor service arrangements came a bit too late into the farming season. Hence the late cropping of the paddy rice resulted in low yields/acre of approximately 6.5bags/acre. They maintained that normally yields could be as high as 18bags/acre (0.4 hectare). Farmers in this area were also not happy with the marketing arrangements offered by the APEX body. They hinted that the buying price of US$14 per -bag of paddy proposed by the Apex body was too modest compared to the existing market value of US$16 per -bag and therefore refused to sell any of the harvested rice to the APEX body. Farmers did not consider differences in weight of bagged rice sold (open market vis-à-vis offer by APEX body) and cost deduction for land preparation and inputs credit offered by APEX as per contract agreement.
Perception of Processors
All the two-processor groups interacted with gave positive outlook of the programme. Though initially unhappy about the service fee due to the relatively high cost of fuel, they were happy with upward adjustment of service fee from proposed US$4.65 including milling charges to US$5.4 -US$5.65. Proposed margin/Man-day or labour cost of US$2 per 83kg-bag was maintained. Processors were particularly impressed about the provision of improved vessels and cement for floor maintenance as already indicated. They however attributed relatively low quality of parboiled and milled rice to poor quality of paddy.
Perception of Millers
All the 2 millers involved in the project were happy about the performance of the APEX relating to decisions to rehabilitate milling facilities. They were also happy about the opportunity to review milling charges upwards for efficient milling services (milling passed twice to get clean rice). However how to sustain milling efficiency was a problem since milling twice added extra cost to the normal milling charges. Training on regular maintenance of milling facility was most beneficial to them.
Perception of APEX
Evaluating their performance, the farmer representatives were quick to point out that input supply arrangement was very effective and good for the farmers. They were also able to assist farmers to obtain inputs at relatively low prices. Loan transactions with the financial institutions were not smooth because a lot of time was spent on due diligence making sure only credit-worthy farmers participated in the programme. Again there were difficulties with paddy purchases since some farmers refused to sell or just sold enough to defray loan commitments. Only a third of expected volume of paddy was purchased. APEX members admitted that their organization was still young at the time of the survey. Administratively, it would have taken some time and a lot of education for them to become the strong organization expected. At the time of interview, APEX members were still not clear about the fate of parboiled and milled rice in stock while other stakeholders kept pestering them on profit sharing schemes when the milled rice was finally sold.
Generally, the APEX members were satisfied with rate of recovery obtained by processors. They claimed losses were more production related; due to immature and unfilled grains. This was caused by poor rains. Again some tarpaulins used for threshing were in pretty bad conditions. They perceived the project to be laudable however there were delays in credit release and field monitoring was not very effective due to lack of means of transport in certain occasions. At the processing level, quality improvement was below excellent. They claimed some of the rice had stones and black spots which might have been the result of poor quality paddy used.
The APEX body expressed their willingness to continue the programme but possibly with some modifications. From experience, they proposed limiting the programme to the farmer level. This meant that the APEX would assist farmers to access credit for input supplies that is deductible at harvest; farmers just selling off enough to defray loan commitments to processors.
Gender Issues
Women participation in the programme was rather low. Less than 10% of the farmers were females. This actually reflects representation of women in rice cropping. However all the 10 processors participating were females since rice processing is exclusively female activity
Discussions
What went wrong?
• Although the project participating farmers initially had problems with market access and therefore solicited for help at the beginning of the farming activities, these same farmers realized that they could get better prices in other market outlets. Market conditions changed in favour of the farmers due to low supply of local rice on the market in that particular year. Most stakeholders were not honest; some farmers did not declare their yields correctly and one group in Gbalahi failed to sell paddy to APEX body.
• Although farmers were given adequate extension training the quality of rice produced in some areas was low. Farmers failed to demonstrate that it is possible to obtain rice without black spots in the lowland. This could be due to irregular rainfall pattern, unleveled fields and deficient full water control.
• Processors had less recovery rates than expected; 59% instead of 62%. Again because by the project design, processors were given paddy to process for a fee it was difficult monitoring their activities to ensure maximum processing recovery. It also became obvious that getting optimum processing recovery under field conditions could sometimes be difficult due to uncontrollable external factors. Technically, there are several factors affecting parboiling recovery rate and quality of parboiled rice. This includes quality of raw materials, moisture content of paddy, drying conditions and parboiling temperature among others (Marcelo et al 2004) .
• APEX body was too weak in performing more complex administrative issues. Expectation that stakeholder representative (APEX), who were mostly from the rural communities set up under the project could penetrate the urban rice market was too high. Convincing urban dwellers to patronize local rice requires a lot of marketing skills and capacity. Effective promotion on the key selling points of locally produced and processed rice has to be undertaken. The project however did not have such mechanism and promotional strategy in place.
Emerging Issues
Development of farmer based organizations is a major concern to both governments and development practitioners in developing countries. In Ghana, the Agricultural Services Sub sector Investment Project (AgSSIP) -2000-2007 funded by the World Bank had a Farmer-Based Organisation (FBO) Development component. Efforts were made to strengthen the capacity of agencies promoting FBOs. Also under the on-going Millennium Challenge Account (MCA) project, the Private Enterprise Foundation with support from the Centre for International Private Enterprise (CIPE) based in Washington D.C., USA undertook an Advocacy Training Programme for Farmer-Based Organisations in some selected districts in Ghana (http://www.pefghana.org/mainsite/projects ).
Empirical evidence shows that strong Farmer-Based Organisations (FBOs) are able to access credit, farm inputs, extension services and markets effectively. However there are challenges with FBOs projects. The current study identified lack of innovation and market responsiveness, relatively low product quality and poor management of production contracts as some of the challenges faced by FBOs.
Innovation and market responsiveness
As explained in the introductory to this paper, market opportunities exist in the Ghanaian rice industry for enhanced production by smallholders farmers. However this increasingly depends on farmers' ability to compete in the rice market; yet there are many constraints (including high cost of production, lack of access to credit and inefficient markets for inputs among others) that make it difficult for them to do this. There is the need for more innovative production planning that is responsive to market requirements. In this study there was a problem with linking farmers to appropriate market outlets probably due to lack of information. Markelova et al 2008 suggested that collective action can help address some of the above-mentioned constraints. Farmers need to be well organised in order to take advantage of market opportunities. Work done in small-scale farm households in Honduras by Wollni et al (2008) also demonstrated that well coordinated farmer-based organization is crucial in addressing supply and demand challenges such as information deficiencies with respect to production processes, technology adoption and consumer preferences.
Product quality
Linked to the issue of market competitiveness is quality of local rice. The industrialization of the food system, including centralized and concentrated retail power, poses specific challenges for small farmers, especially those living in developing countries. Unless farmers are organized or operating very large farms, they cannot provide the reliable supply and quality required by new markets (Poulton et al 2006; Norman et al 2003) . In Uganda for example, the rapid urbanization offers new market opportunities for smallholder farmers to supply higher value markets such as supermarket chains and fast-food restaurants. Supplying these formal outlets offers higher incomes but accessing and maintaining links to these markets requires significant upgrading in terms of product quality and business management. To meet these conditions farmers need to become more organised which require increased levels of social capital, to strengthen internal and external relations with group members, service providers and market chain actors.
Strong leadership and an iterative market-led learning process enabled a smallholder farmers' association to meet the considerable challenges of achieving the stringent quality parameters of a modern food outlet. As explained by von Braun (2006) , the rice value chain is increasingly driven from its consumption and retail ends, rather than the production front. In effect, consumers' demand for higher quality rice and improved standards and regulations in the processing and marketing of rice are becoming more important.
Management of production contract
Contract farming can be defined as agricultural production carried out according to a prior agreement under which the farmer commits to producing a given product in a given manner, and the buyer commits to purchasing it at a given price (Minot and Hill 2007) . Often the buyer provides the farmer with technical assistance, seed, fertilizer, and other inputs on credit, while offering a guaranteed price for the output. Proponents of contract farming argue that it links small-scale farmers to lucrative markets and reduces the constraints they face in diversifying into high-value commodities and connecting to markets.
Managing production contractual agreement with small-scale farmers posed a major challenge in the current study. In this case rice prices at the time of harvesting were above the contractual prices. Contract designs should therefore be able to capture price sensitivity analysis. Farmers just refused to respect their contractual obligations. Under the contract farmers had lost full autonomy over prices based on prevailing market conditions and product attributes at the time of sale. Contract enforcement has to be effective given the new role for contract farming in developing countries in the light of the industrialisation of agriculture and the globalisation of world markets (Kirsten and Sartorius 2002; Simmons, 2004) . Masakure and Henson (2005) suggested that there are systematic differences between farmers in their decisions to contract which needs to be recognized in contract design and management. Contract farming can be facilitated by establishing an investment friendly policy environment, promoting public-private partnerships in extension, mediating disputes between farmers and buyers, and helping to enforce contracts.
Conclusions
Performance of the APEX body was assessed satisfactory by 75% of the farmers interviewed. The APEX could enhance its capabilities through informal training on effective production and marketing planning. Regular training of FBOs on existing production and marketing arrangements and how to factor this in future predictions and planning activities is crucial. Production inputs arrangement by APEX must be timely to avoid unnecessary delays. Exploring the possibility of linking farmers to medium scale buyers could be a more effective marketing arrangement rather than targeting relatively smaller markets. Rice Inventory Credit System, where stocks are held in the harvest season for sale in the lean season could increase farmers' incomes.
At the farmer level, there is the need for transparency and all inclusive decision making at meetings so as to foster a common interest of all participating farmer groups. Improving the quality of rice starts right from the production stage, therefore best production practices have to be developed with farmers to facilitate adoption of such practices. Farmers need to play their roles by complying to contract regulations and rules agreed upon as a group. A group cohesion mechanism with adequate contract enforcement is crucial for sustainable rice farming.
Processors and millers also have responsibility towards improving the quality of local rice. Again best parboiling practices need to be developed with processors for effective adoption. It was also realized that custom based processing where processors buy improved paddy rice from farmers themselves for processing and then sell off to APEX after processing could serve as a better quality control mechanism. Millers should follow regular maintenance schedules in order to improve upon the milling efficiency.
Overall, the concept of farmer based organisation as a tool to consolidate farmers' strengthens and capabilities in sustainable rice farming was achieved to an appreciable extent. However it is concluded that farmer based organisations should not be burdened with administrative and marketing issues that are beyond their capabilities. Barham and Chitemi (2008) suggested that more mature groups with strong internal institutions, functioning group activities, and a good asset base of natural capital are more likely to improve their market situation. Table 4 . Summary of interventions, achievements and deviations at the APEX level
CONSTRAINTS
Weak farmer based organization which was unable to negotiate with main stakeholders at the regional level
PROPOSED INTERVENTION
Build the capacity of APEX to fulfill the following functions
• Share information and build consensus between cooperatives
• Organize access to inputs and tractor services
• Monitor cropping activities
• Manage and sustain their collective structures such as storage and water structures
• Access and manage credit
• Access quality sensitive market
ACHIEVEMENTS
• Input and services arrangement was fairly good.
• Able to access and managed credit
DEVIATIONS
• APEX body was not strong enough to perform administrative issues. Literacy level was woefully inadequate.
• 
